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e-Learning Frameworks for NCLB 
Susan R. Collins, KCH Strategies 

Educators must embrace e-learning solutions if they 
want to ensure that every student has a quality educa-
tional experience. But before e-learning can achieve 
widespread acceptance in public schools, educators 
and policy makers must expand their notion of educa-
tion to include online courses and digital materials 
used to enhance classroom instruction. 

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act requires a rig-
orous academic curriculum and highly qualified teach-
ers—and it holds public schools and teachers 
accountable for student success. E-learning solutions 
can supplement and enhance a school’s ability to de-
liver a quality educational experience for all students.  

This paper will describe e-learning solutions to com-
mon problems facing educators, outline current barri-
ers to the widespread use of e-learning, and describe 
characteristics of an “ideal” state environment for  
e-learning. 

PART 1: Understanding the power of e-
learning 
The following scenarios describe real problems from 
the education trenches and the e-learning solutions that 
resolved them. 

Rural Pennsylvania. The German language teacher re-
signed in June. In mid-August, despite the principal’s 
best efforts, there’s still no teacher for German II. How 
can the class’s 15 seniors meet their foreign language 
graduation requirement? 

An online German II class solved the problem. The stu-
dents “attended class” in the computer lab, submitted 
their homework and took exams online, and participated 
in online discussions. With a staff member acting as a 
mentor, the students kept up with their studies and con-
tinued learning. At the end of the year, staff and students 
judged the replacement class a success—thanks to the stu-
dents’ efforts, the quality of their online course, the skill 
of their online instructor, and the support of their in-
school mentor. 

Small-town Texas. Each year there are a few math stu-
dents who really should be taking Advanced Placement 
Calculus—but never enough to warrant offering the 
class. How can the math department continue to chal-
lenge its best students?  

An online Advanced Placement class solved the problem. 
The students who needed the challenge of an academically 
rigorous mathematics curriculum took the AP course 
online, completed it successfully, and went on to pass the 
AP exam. By arranging for the online course, the school 
expanded the students’ learning opportunities and also 
improved their chances of meeting college entrance re-
quirements.    

All over the country. The seventh-grade social studies 
curriculum is ambitious and the teacher is highly capa-
ble. As in most classes, however, the students represent 
a wide range of academic preparation and educational 
ability. How can the teacher help every student succeed? 

A variety of digital materials helped the teacher provide 
additional opportunities for individualized learning. 
Online assessment solutions gave her ongoing indications 
of student progress. Interactive products, both basal and 
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supplementary, augmented classroom lessons with tar-
geted curricula focused on student outcomes. Reference 
materials at various levels, both online and static, enabled 
the students to conduct research matched to their abilities. 
And multimedia applications brought history to life.  

In an increasing number of schools, educators are using 
e-learning solutions to expand the course catalog or 
supplement the existing instructional material. Similar 
in many ways to their traditional counterparts, e-
learning solutions are not difficult for schools to use.  

Most online courses are regular courses whose content 
follows a standard scope and sequence. Although the 
delivery methods are different from those used in tradi-
tional courses, online courses are typically taught by 
certified teachers and follow specific curricula. Students 
read textbooks, write papers, take quizzes and exams, 
and participate in discussions—just like they do in tra-
ditional courses. The major difference between a tradi-
tional course and an online course is the physical and 
temporal separation between the class and the 
teacher—and often between members of the class.  

Instructional material in digital form offers resources in 
a new way, often with the added advantage of temporal 
currency or interactivity. For example, students using 
one e-learning application might be able to watch a 
graph be instantaneously redrawn when the parameters 
are changed. Students using another might be able to 
see the impact of changing an experimental variable or 
get up-to-date access to the latest vote in the Senate. 
Digital materials may also provide additional resources 
on demand, such as pronunciations, definitions, or 
background information. 

In the examples above, educators were able to resolve 
their problems because they had already integrated e-
learning solutions into their education planning. So the 
online courses—in German and AP Calculus—were 
considered to be part of the school’s catalog of offer-
ings. And the digital materials in the seventh-grade 
classroom were treated no differently than traditional 
textbooks, workbooks, or other supplementary materials. 

Thanks to investments at the federal, state, and local 
levels over the past 10 years, tremendous progress has 
been made to put the technology in place to support 
these solutions. During the past decade—according to 

Quality Education Data, Inc.—an estimated $59 billion 
has been invested in desktop computers, networking, 
Internet connectivity, and professional development. 
States have made deep investments in building the 
technology infrastructures of their schools. And com-
munities nationwide have approved local bonds and 
levies to fund the hardware, software, connections, and 
training needed to level the technology playing field for 
their students. But despite these investments, and the 
benefits of e-learning, there is still more to do to ensure 
that children and teachers everywhere can take advan-
tage of e-learning solutions.  

Many schools currently face obstacles as they try to use 
e-learning solutions. If they want to supplement their 
catalog with online courses or use locally delivered 
digital content, they face policy or funding barriers—or 
both. The schools may find that the online courses they 
want to offer do not meet current regulations regarding 
provider accreditation, teacher credentials, grading, or 
transcripts. They may not have the funds to pay for 
online courses. Or they may fear losing ADA-based 
funding when students “attend” courses online. In ad-
dition, when they want to supplement classroom re-
sources with digital content, they may discover that 
textbook dollars are not available. By recognizing these 
obstacles, we can address them—and thus move closer 
to creating e-learning–friendly environments. 

PART 2: Recognizing the obstacles 
associated with e-learning solutions  
For the most part, the obstacles to using e-learning so-
lutions fall into the following three categories: 

• Policy (including issues of certification, teacher of 
record, credit, provider accreditation, and atten-
dance) 

• Quality (including materials, instruction, and im-
plementation of online courses as well as digital ma-
terials used in the classroom) 

• Funding (including sources of money to purchase 
online courses and digital material) 

Online instruction, particularly in hard-to-staff subjects 
like foreign languages and advanced science and math 
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courses, is one way to ensure that students have access 
to the courses they need for college and life—regardless 
of teacher resources in their own school districts. How-
ever, state lines often stand in the way of teachers pro-
viding online instruction to students in states other than 
where they are certified—regardless of their academic 
qualifications. Other related obstacles involve regula-
tions determining who can be the “teacher of record” 
for a course and what institution can grant credit. Defi-
nitions of attendance can pose problems if students tak-
ing online courses are off-site while “attending” class. 
Finally, because accreditation has traditionally been 
done on a regional basis, regional variations, such as in 
the number of annual school days, can pose problems.  

Questions about quality frequently arise (“How do we 
know it’s any good?”) when schools begin considering 
online courses or digital material. When discussing 
quality, it’s important to address the differences be-
tween traditional and digital content as well as the de-
livery mechanism for digital material.  

Funding is another problem area. In some instances, 
state educational regulations allow students to earn 
credit from an online course, but per-seat funding for-
mulas cause the school district to lose corresponding 
funding. In addition, e-learning solutions, particularly 
supplemental digital content, have no consistent budget. 

PART 3: Removing the barriers to e-
learning 
The responsibility for creating e-learning–friendly en-
vironments lies with all of us involved in education in 
the United States—federal and state education agen-
cies, state and local policy makers, and business.  Here’s 
what we need to do as a start. 

•  Establish a national research and development 
agenda for evaluating the ways that technology im-
proves teaching and learning—and for creating a 
policy and funding environment that facilitates the 
use of technology for education. 

• Evaluate program regulations and change those that 
impede student access to expanded educational op-
portunities.  

• Shift funding priorities and eliminate budgetary re-
strictions that prevent the purchase of online courses 
or digital content. 

• Design online courses that meet nationally recog-
nized content standards and staff the courses with 
fully qualified instructors. 

With regard to policy, quality, and funding, states that 
have e-learning–friendly environments have all—or 
most—of the following characteristics. 

Policy 
1. Teacher certification  
At present, each state has its own process and require-
ments for obtaining a teaching credential. Organiza-
tions such as the National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards have established standards for na-
tional board certification. To date, 35 states have ap-
proved processes to recognize this kind of national 
certification.  

In an e-learning–friendly state: 
• All teacher certification meets the requirements of 

the Highly Qualified Teacher component of NCLB. 

• New teaching methodology standards, such as those 
of the National Association of Teacher Standards, 
have been developed for online teaching. 

• Additional requirements for teaching online are in-
cluded in the certification process.   

• Teacher certification includes the requirement that 
all teachers understand e-learning solutions and be 
able to use them effectively. 

• State-level certification reciprocity is enacted.  

2. Teacher of record 
The teacher of record is the person responsible for as-
signing student grades and authorizing course credit. 
Typically, the teacher of record is the certified teacher 
at the school who is teaching the course.  

In an e-learning–friendly state: 
• State and local policies allow the online teacher to be 

considered the official teacher of record.  
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• School districts that offer online courses as part of 
the standard course catalog accept the qualifications 
of the online teacher as the teacher of record. 

3. Credit 
The local school or district is traditionally the legal 
credit-granting institution for all students in atten-
dance. Since online teachers are not members of the 
local faculty, some schools and local school districts  
are prevented by district or state policy from granting 
credit for an online course. In addition, attendance— 
as measured by seat time—has been the most common 
indicator of eligibility for credit. When students take 
online courses in non-school settings, such as libraries 
or at home, seat time may not be measurable.  

In an e-learning–friendly state: 
• State laws and policies allow local schools or districts 

to grant credit for any online course that is provided 
as a part of the school’s standard program. 

• School districts accept grades issued for an online 
course—on transcripts, for graduation requirements, 
and in calculating grade-point averages. 

• School districts accept successful completion of an 
online course (replacing seat time) for the purposes 
of granting credit.  

4. Provider accreditation 
Traditional schools are accredited by one of several re-
gional accrediting agencies. Through organizations 
such as the Commission of International and Trans-
Regional Accreditation (CITA), many large regional 
accrediting commissions maintain a common protocol, 
ensure standards, and conduct evaluations of distance 
learning providers. All protocol and standards for dis-
tance education schools have been enacted and are now 
operational. 

In an e-learning–friendly state: 
• The regional accreditation agency has standards for 

evaluating providers of online courses. These stan-
dards are comparable to those used to evaluate tradi-
tional schools, but recognize the differences in 
delivery methods.  

• Evaluation standards for curriculum and instruction 
are equivalent to traditional school requirements. In 
addition, online course providers are evaluated on 
the use of available online technologies, instructional 
strategies, and online resources as well as on their 
appropriate use in enriching the student experience. 

• Public school districts use accredited providers. 

5. Attendance 
Accounting for student attendance is mandatory in tra-
ditional schools. However, a student may “attend” an 
online course outside the school building or outside 
normal school hours.   

In an e-learning–friendly state: 
• An attendance policy for online courses recognizes 

that successful completion of a course is equivalent 
to attendance for the period of the course. 

• When a student takes an online course during an as-
signed class period, attendance is taken as if the stu-
dent were in a locally taught class. However when a 
student takes the course with a flexible schedule or 
location, appropriate successful progress through the 
course is used as a measure of attendance. 

Comment: Basic education funding is traditionally 
based on student attendance, with Average Daily At-
tendance (ADA) or Full Time Equivalent (FTE) being 
the most common measure. In an e-learning–friendly 
state, schools maintain their basic education funding 
even if their students are taking an online courses in-
stead of a traditional one. 

Quality of the student experience 
1. The quality of online courses  
To ensure the quality of online courses, three compo-
nents must be evaluated: materials (curriculum and  
assessment), instruction, and implementation. To 
evaluate materials and instruction, educators apply ex-
isting evaluation tools and processes in a new arena.  
Although the materials and teachers may be off-site, 
current processes can still work.  

Evaluating implementation requires a different ap-
proach. In traditional courses, educators use classroom 
observation, quizzes, and tests to determine how well 
their students are learning. They also take note of at-
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tendance and class participation. When students are at 
a distance, ongoing monitoring is more difficult, so 
schools have to be proactive in checking the effective-
ness of online courses for their students. Selection of 
students, determination of how and where students 
participate, parental support, in-school support, and 
support from the online course providers are all issues 
that can impact a student’s chance for success.   

Many models can be used to provide an environment 
that is successful for students. In an e-learning–friendly 
state, some or all of the following critical factors are in 
place. 

Critical factors for curriculum and assessment materi-
als in online courses 
• The online curriculum meets appropriate curricu-

lum standards.  

• The content is appropriate for the grade level and 
age of students. 

• The use of technology enhances the curriculum.  

• The assessment content and methodology is  
appropriate to online courses. 

Critical factors for instruction in online courses 
• Teachers are certified and highly qualified to teach 

the course that they are teaching.  

• Teachers are proficient in teaching in an online envi-
ronment.  

• Online teachers, like traditional teachers, are evalu-
ated annually. 

• Online course providers provide qualification docu-
mentation to their client schools or districts. 

• Appropriate metrics, such as for the teacher response 
time to students, are established. 

• Feedback to students is provided through appropri-
ate communication vehicles. 

Critical factors for implementation of online courses 
• Students are selected to participate in online courses 

based on their potential for success: independence, 
motivation, academic preparation, and access to ap-
propriate technology. 

• Every student has an on-site mentor to address prob-
lems that may interfere with the educational process. 

• Mentors receive information to help them be effec-
tive in supporting online students.  

• Mentors are responsible for the student’s learning 
space and technology. 

• Mentors communicate—about student progress and 
any problems that arise—with the course provider, 
the student, and the parent.  

• Every student in an online course that replaces a 
regular course is assigned a class period for the 
online course.  

• Online teachers hold regular office hours in which 
students can communicate with them. 

• Students, parents, and school personnel have access 
to current student reports. 

• Parents receive information to use in supporting 
their online students. 

• Schools and course providers have a workable feed-
back mechanism. 

• Standards that support student success, such as re-
sponse time for technical support and guidelines for 
the delivery of student work, are established by the 
online course provider.  

Comment: Schools can use existing online course 
evaluation tools to determine which online courses and 
implementation models best fits their students’ needs.  

2. The quality of digital instructional materials 
Educators already use an instructional materials selec-
tion process to evaluate traditional materials, like text-
books and supplementary print materials. Digital 
material should meet the same kind of educational 
standards with recognition of the differences in delivery 
mechanisms. 

In an e-learning–friendly state: 
• The instructional materials process and guidelines 

include standards that incorporate critical elements 
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for e-learning materials, such as the appropriate use 
of technology to support instruction.  

• Online course materials are evaluated using an in-
structional materials process that is appropriate for 
digital materials.  

• Classroom e-learning solutions are evaluated with 
whatever instructional guidelines and processes are 
appropriate for their use.  

Funding 
1. Funding for online courses 
Local administrators have the legal responsibility for 
providing an education program that best serves students 
in their school. Today, public schools are funded on a 
per-student basis. Funding calculations are based on av-
erage daily attendance or other site-based measures of 
student presence. Since online courses separate the 
physical presence of students and the educational proc-
ess, they do not meet the conventional funding criteria.  

In most states today, online courses are not supported 
in the normal ADA/FTE funding process. The use of a 
financing methodology that fully funds students, re-
gardless of whether they take in-class courses or online 
courses, will eliminate educators’ fear of losing their 
basic education funding.  

In an e-learning–friendly state: 
• Financing formulas allow schools to use basic educa-

tion funding to pay for e-learning solutions, both 
online courses and digital content. 

• Title I regulations allow low-performing schools to use 
the Supplementary Education Services funds to pur-
chase online courses and other e-learning solutions.  

• Policy makers have enacted funding formulas that 
provide fair reimbursement for e-learning solutions 
that are used to provide core instruction. 

Comment: Many states have elected to fund online 
learning through mechanisms such as state-funded vir-
tual schools that have free or reduced tuition. In fact, 
15 states have done so, with an additional 7 states hav-
ing cyber charter schools (Education Week, Technol-
ogy Counts, 2004). Other funding mechanisms include 
extraordinary funding where the state compensates a 

virtual school for students who successfully complete an 
online course. However, that particular model removes 
funding from the local school that would have had the 
student as ADA/FTE. 

2. Funding for other e-learning solutions 
With current definitions of textbooks, most e-learning 
solutions (basal or supplementary) have to be purchased 
with supplementary materials funding or technology 
funding. Current resource allocation methods perpetu-
ate the separation of traditional instructional materials 
and digital content.  

In an e-learning–friendly state: 
• The definition of ‘textbooks” has been expanded to 

include both online course materials and digital con-
tent. 

• The textbook adoption process has been expanded to 
include digital content and online course materials—
and provides appropriate guidelines and timelines for 
selection, purchase, and implementation.   

• Certain processes, like book-depository require-
ments, have been amended to support the adoption 
of digital content and online courses materials. 

Call to action 
An e-learning–friendly environment is necessary for 
schools to provide a  21st Century education and can 
help them meet the goals of NCLB. To achieve such 
an environment, federal, state, and local educational 
agencies must create a long-term policy agenda that 
includes the normalized use of e-learning solutions. 
Policy makers must revisit the traditional standards and 
policies for delivering educational opportunities to stu-
dents. They must also address the lack of flexibility in 
educational spending and the unyielding budget calen-
dar that prevents local educators from providing the 
best educational opportunities for all students.  

The comments and scenarios in this paper reflect an 
urgent need. Today’s students, accustomed to revolu-
tionary technology, are leaving the public schools to 
obtain faster, customized, and interactive online educa-
tion from other sources. When local administrators 
have the power to make effective use of e-learning solu-
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tions, public schools may again be able to provide the 
education these students are seeking.  

An e-learning–friendly state has solved policy, funding, 
and quality problems. If your state is not yet e-learning 
friendly, the ideas in this paper can serve as guidelines 
for change.  
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